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CHAPTER TWO 

CONCERNING THE ETHIOPIC SCRIPT, 
AND HOW TO USE IT 

The Ethiopic Script is based on the ancient script used for th^ 
South Arabian language of the present Yemen: see page 5. 

South Arabianwas not merely a form or dialect of Arabic, but 
a language in its own right, of the SEMITIC group, and hence 
related to Hebrew, Syriac, Chaldaean, Ugaritic, Arabic, and the 
other Semitic languages of the west of Asia. It was still spoken 
in recent timea in the country called Mahra to the east of Hadra- 
maut at the tip olT Arabia. Yemeni antiquities include lovely 
translucent stelae carved with figures and South Arabian inscrip- 
tions: the script looks like some Oriental runes. 

The Yemeni-South Arabian culture was taken by settlers across 
the narrow seas to the present Eritrea, around the city of Axum, 
The script was adapted as the Ge'ez language developed from the 
South Arabian: letters were left out, as no longer needed, as 
the sounds of the language changed. The whole script was turned 
around to progress from l^ft to right, in imitation of the Greek, 
Coptic and Roman scripts, and tQ each base letter (CONSONANTS 
only to begin with, in classically Semitic style) a little 
mark or kink or curve was added to show what vowel was to follow. 

The letter in its base form indicates that it's followed by the 
common letter a. This was originally a short a, but in Amharic 
it is pronounced in the front of the mouth, halfway to an e. 

Ifyou want to show that the letter is followed by a neutral 
vowel "uh" [0 3, or by no vowel at all, you use the 6th form - 
see pages 8 and 9. However, neither Ge'ez nor Amharic likes the 
"uh" sound in all its neutral nothingness, so this vo*»el will 
be pronounced like a very short i. When transliterating from 
Ethiopic script you need to use discretion in indicating all 
the vowels, and this one especially. Because no twp people hear 
the words quite the same way, we can have ADDIS /^BABA spelt as 
ADDIS ABEBA, BAGEMDER spelt as BEGEMDER, and ao on. 

Whatever the scholars say about how Ge'ez should be pronounced, 
in actual fact it is pronounced as if it's Amharic. Certain letters 
have been invented to cater for the additional sounds of Amharic, 
and these are included in the key to the script in their proper 
alphabetical order. 

The Alone-Stokes Short Manual of the Amharic Language tells us 
to pronounce the u of the 2nd form as in English "rule", [u:]. 
The i of the 3rd form should be as in English "marine", [i;]. 
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THE ETHIOPIC ALPHABET 

1st form: 2nd form: 3rd form: 4th form: 5th form: 6th form: 7th form 

U ha U- ►'^ H. ht 4 h9 H h6 ^ h: LP h6 

A 1§ A lu yV, 11 '^ 19 A 16 A 1: A* 16 

/h h^ yfV hu /K. hi 'H ha Z^- h6 <i\ h: /'^ h6 

DO ma OO- mu 0«^ ml <^ mS ^ m6 9^ m: ^JO m6 

U3 3. UJ^su ^31 «i sa Ut S6 ^ s: H' 

^ ra <^ ru O rl Q^ r9 ^ r6 Cj r: S 

rt SB A* su A. Bl A B9 rt s6 h s: ^ 

n sha IV Shu lU shl O sha it sh6 fl sh: A 

C|> qS ^ qu <fe. ql ^ q9 <fe qS ^ q: ^ q^ 

n ba fV bu f\ bl O ba n, b& il b: p 

+ t§ i^. tu "t tl ;h ta 't t6 T* t: T t 

?p cha ^ chu ^ chl ^ cha X ch§ T* ch: *r 

•^ ha '^ hu "Vi hi '^ ha "T, h6 7 h: "^ 

T na Y* "" X "^ ^ na % nfi 7 n : ^ n6 

*Y gna ^'^ gnu ^f gnt 5 qna T^ gn6 ^ gn: CT gn6 

K« A*o K.^ ^^ A>^'K s^o-^t i j^ 

In ka TV ku f\ kl *rV ka f\ kg Tl k: *P 

7^ kha fV khu TXl^h* '^ *<hS l\ ^^^ ^ ^'^^ P 

(D wa CD- wu <E wl T wa ^ wa CI> w: p 

VI ^a )f 2U yC zl H z9 H z6 rl z: )^ 

<V* zha *^ zhu '}^ zhl T\ zha rQ zha 3l 2h: Ji zh6 

f ya ^ yu ^ yl ^ ya p> yfi ^ y : f* yd 

^ da ,Sr% du ^v. dl ^ da ^ d6 X^ d: ^ d6 

^ dja ^ dju Ai, djl rfi, dja fS^ dj6 ^ d j : r^ dj6 

'^ ga p gu L» 9^ *-■ 9^ fc 9^ I g: | 9^ 

iTita /rV tu /TV ti ^ ta m. ta T t: /I^ .t6 

^tya ^ tyu ^ tyl ^ tya C^ tyfi ^ ty:^ ty6 

;^ r5a ^ »5u X, (51 'S (5a /^ (56 X^ (5: 7^ ^6 

^ ts§ ^ tsu ^ tsl ^ tsa ^ tsg ^ ts: ^ tsa 

tsa O* tsu Q^ tsl ^ tsa ^ tsa ^ ts: ^. 

Ci; fa ^ fu ^ fi ^! fa i f6 ? *^= 6J 

T pa T pu t; pi 7" p^ T p^ T p= T* p'^ 
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AN OVERVIEW OF GE'EZ (CLASSICAL ETHIOPIC) AND AMHARIC 

SOME LIGATURED LETTERS: 

A^ qwa M^ ^"^ 3C ^^^ ^T ^^^ (short i) 

"^ hwa Y^ ^^^ J3L ^'^^ J^S ^*'^ 

Tl^ kwa if^ kwl VV ><*'fi fl^ kwi 

*p© gwa "Hr* 9^^ »n ^^^ 1* 



gwi 



these do not occur in the 2nd and 7th form, but there is also 
a 5th form for each: 

^ qw6 ^t hw6 Tj^ kw6 ^^ gw6 



****»♦»***************♦*»*♦***♦♦*****»***********#»♦*♦***♦****** 

From page 7). The so-called "long A" of the 4th form we are 
advised to pronounce like the short neutral part-rounded sound 
of the u in the English word "gun", presumably [A]. If we want 
a good dough-in-the-raouth contemporary Amharic that's well and 
good, but this is historically a long A, "aah!", [a:], and you 
need to note that it is distinct from the fronted a vowel of 
the 1st form. 

The vowel 6 of the 5th form is like the first part of the sound 
of the vowel in English "hair" or "bare", or the sound of the 
vowels in French 6t6, that is: [ E ]• 

The d of the 7th form is like the "aw" in English "awful", but 
in Amharic pronunciation there's a tendency to put a slight "w" 
in front of it. So the letter CtO would be pronounced "maw" or 
"mwaw", [mO:], [m O:]. 

The different forms of h are not distinguished in pronunciation: 
they are like h in English. 

1 is like the English 1 in "like", 

m, b, z, y, d,dj as in "jam", and f are "as in English". 

s spelt with alii and variants is a "King S", used to spell 

the names of ^^ kings, for the word for the Trinity, and so on. 

It and the other s, ^ are pronounced as the s in English "sing". 
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sh, an Amharic variant on r% , is pronounced as in English "shop", 

r is supposedly as in English, but whether fricative, burred or 
rolled 1 cannot tell. 

q is an explosive k-sound made from the back of the roof of the 
mouth. Some reckon it's often left out in Amharic speech. It's 
important not to confuse it with the ordinary k. 

As well as the ordinary t that is like the English sound, there 
is a ^, a rich, gluey sound of the letter /»^ . An Ethiopian 
can distinguish the two straight away, so i"l pronounce the 
latter always more emphatically than the ordinary t. 

ch is as in English "chock" and n as in English, but gn is like 
the Spanish n, the "ny" sound in English "onion", or the French 
gn in montagne. 

k is the ordinary sound of English "king", but kh is [*>(] as 
in the last sound of Scottish "loch" or the ch of Welsh, as in 
Machynlleth . 

w is pronounced like the English w even at the ends of words; 
the word for "man" in Amharic, saw, is a bit like English "soh" 
with a w-sound on the end. 

Ois a "glottal stop". In Ge'ez this wasaproper guttural sound 
"gh", [y], pronounced in the throat. Now it's just the normal 
catch in the throat you use when starting a word with a vowel. 
Once Hebrew W , now Hebrew ^ or Arabic J? . 

zh is as the middle sound in "leisure", "pleasure", the Russian 
J(^ or the French j in Bonjour! 

g is always like English "hard G" as in "game", "baggy". 

ty is like the ^bV sound followed by a y, "an explosive CH". 

(5 is the original Ethiopic P, pronounced with an explosion of 
of breath after a p-sound. The "E 
This is pronounced as in English. 

ts is the sound of both .f\ and W . The first is often 

replaced in Shoa province 

by a /l\ . The second, "rarely used", sounds the same as 57 . 

Al one-Stokes call it "an explosive TS". 

In Amharic the word r\ VI '^P 5 • spells "Victoria": the little 
mark on the /^ makes » "-i ' • * ^ '^ 
it a V. I i 

Ge'ez, like Hebrew, generally has the stress on the last syllable 
of the word. 



of breath after a p-sound. The "European P" is written »T^ 
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Amharic, like French, doesn't have a strong stress at all, but the 
voice is lifted slightly at the end oT the word. Attempts to make 
a stress in an Amharic or Ge'ez word where it's not wanted are 
doomed to failure; simply go on From one dough-in-the-mouth syllable 
to the next. 

The only way to get to know the Ethiopic script is to write out 
words yourself: a thick ink pen is best, but a biro is quite 
adequate too. In the old days all words were separated with a 

J and this is still the correct way to write Ge'ez. A 
sentence can be paused with a -— 

and at the end of the sentence you have a •• 

In Ge'ez the three letters \J Jv and T* represented 
three levels of aspiration, ^^ > » 

The ordinary h was Y) 

fj\ was a stronger h pronounced emphatically, while 

*fc| was stronger still, almost the ch of Scottish "loch". 

READING PRACTICE: SOME NAMES 

One method of understanding how a script works is to look at 
names of people and places. These are not necessarily Ge'ez 
words, and some of them may be familiar already. Some suggested 
transliterations are given, but not all. As mentioned above, 
there can be honest disagreements about the best way to render 
words in roman script. 

MEWING 



Eve 

the city of Harar 

faith , rel igion 

Lasts, 8 mountainous 
region in C.Ethiopia 
Mark 

Mary 

Egypt 



SCRIPT FORf^l 


TRANSLITERATION 


^T7 = 


HewSn 


^dC: 


Harar 




H3ymdn(5t 

Ldstg 

M§rq6s 


cn^C^^. 


Mary§m 


<p^c: Ty^C' 


Misr, Misr 
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